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1.1 . (C)  SUMMARY:  On  March  23,  Government  security  forces 

attacked  Liberation  Tigers  of  Tamil  Eelam  (LTTE)  mortar 
positions  inside  LTTE  territory.  The  activity  took  place  at 
approximately  10:00  am  in  an  area  east  of  Mannar  on  the 
northwest  coast.  The  attacks  penetrated  about  two  kilometers 
into  LTTE-held  territory.  Ambassador  spoke  with  Foreign 
Secretary  (and  Peace  Secretariat  head)  Palitha  Kohona  to 

SIPDIS 

express  serious  concern  over  approximately  50,000  civilians 
living  in  the  area  who  may  become  displaced  by  the  new 
hostilities.  End  Summary. 

12.  (C)  Beginning  at  10:00  am  local  time,  government 
security  forces  began  attacking  LTTE  positions  approximately 
two  kilometers  inside  LTTE-controlled  territory,  about  twenty 
kilometers  east  of  the  town  of  Mannar.  Both  sides  claim  to 
have  inflicted  casualties  on  the  opposition.  Sri  Lankan 
military  sources  reported  to  DATT  that  they  had  losses  of 
three  killed  and  seven  wounded  on  their  side.  The  Sri  Lanka 
Monitoring  Mission  (SLMM)  stated  that  they  received  a 
communication  from  the  LTTE  yesterday  afternoon,  March  22, 
claiming  that  the  government  was  advancing  into  "LTTE 
territory."  The  SLMM  has  been  unable  to  verify  casualties. 
SLMM  could  not  confirm  claims  by  the  LTTE  that  the  security 
forces  are  "using  civilians  as  human  shields,"  as  reported  by 
Reuters . 

13.  (C)  Ambassador  spoke  with  Foreign  Secretary  Palitha 
Kohona  about  today's  fighting  in  Mannar.  Kohona  claimed  the 
LTTE  had  moved  heavy  weapons  into  the  area,  threatening  the 
causeway  to  the  Mannar  peninsula,  and  explained  that  the 
military  took  action  to  neutralize  the  threat.  Ambassador 
replied  that  the  UN  and  others  in  the  international  community 


were  upset  over  the  GSL 1 s handling  of  its  recent  attacks  on 
LTTE  positions  in  Toppigala  (in  the  East)  because  they  had 
created  a large  number  of  IDPs  for  whom  there  had  been  no 
advance  planning.  Ambassador  warned  that  there  were  up  to 
50,000  persons  in  the  area  of  today's  fighting  who  could 
become  displaced  if  the  hostilities  escalate.  (Note:  as 
reported  ref tel.  Ambassador  was  in  Mannar  on  March  23  to  meet 
with  civil  society  members  and  the  Sri  Lankan  military  to 
assess  the  humanitarian  and  security  situation.)  Ambassador 
cautioned  Kohona  that  the  military  should  avoid  shelling 
because  of  the  large  concentration  of  civilians  there. 
Ambassador  also  made  the  point  about  avoiding  shelling  in 
areas  where  numbers  of  civilians  are  present  to  Defense 
Secretary  Gothabaya  Rajapaksa  in  a meeting  later  on  March  23. 
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f.4 . (C)  COMMENT:  This  is  not  a frontal  assault  on  LTTE 

lines.  Rather,  it  represents  an  escalation  of  activity  by 
Sri  Lankan  Army  long-range  patrols  that  have  been  probing 
into  the  southern  part  of  the  Tiger-held  Vanni  for  weeks.  In 
DAO's  assessment,  these  sorts  of  engagements  by  Sri  Lankan 
army  small  units  will  continue  for  some  time.  Sources  in  the 
Indian  High  Commission  concur  with  this  view.  Security 
forces  may  intend  to  clear  portions  of  the  northwest  coastal 
areas  in  the  same  way  that  they  have  recently  cleared  areas 
in  the  East.  This  could  result  in  a humanitarian  crisis  in 
the  northwest  similar  to  that  in  the  East,  albeit  on  a 
smaller  scale.  The  government  will  likely  use  small  unit 
attacks  over  a longer  period  of  time  vice  an  all-out 
conventional  linear  attack  to  achieve  control  over  northern 
areas . 
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